Association between numbers of ovarian follicles in the first follicle wave and superovulatory response in ewes.
The aim of this study was to examine the variability in the number of ovarian follicles in sheep and to determine if the average number of follicles per day influences the response to superovulation and resulting embryo quality. Ewes (n=83) were synchronized and the number of follicles (> or =2 mm diameter) in the ovaries were counted daily between Days 0 and 4 of the oestrous cycle using transrectal ultrasonography. Fourteen to 21 days later, 47 ewes were randomly chosen from the group and were treated with an intravaginal progestagen pessary for 12 days and superovulated with 1500 IU eCG administered as a single injection 10 days after sponge insertion. Ewes were mated and reproductive tracts were recovered after slaughter on Day 6 of pregnancy. The number of corpora lutea was counted, uterine horns were flushed and the morphology and developmental stage of the recovered oocytes/embryos was assessed. The mean daily number (+/-S.D.) (> or =2 mm diameter) of follicles per ewe was 8.5+/-2.8 (ranging between 3 and 16). After superovulation animals with few follicles (Low group: <8 follicles/day; n=21) had fewer (P<0.005) corpora lutea, total structures (unfertilized oocytes and embryos), good quality and total embryos compared to animals with many follicles (High group: > or =8 follicles/day; n=23). No difference was found in the proportion of good quality embryos (relative to the total number; Low 0.68+/-0.11 versus High 0.79+/-0.08; P=0.21) between the two groups, or the recovery rate, the number of unfertilized oocytes or the number of poor quality embryos per animal. We conclude that ewes with a higher number of follicles (> or =8) during the first follicular wave had a better superovulatory response (in terms of corpora lutea and high quality embryos) 2-3 weeks later; however, there was no relationship between the number of follicles and the proportion of good quality embryos per animal.